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Los Alamos restores U.S. ability to make nuclear weapons
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About the cover: In April 2003, Los Alamos National Laboratory restored
the nation's capability to manufacture nuclear weapons with delivery of
the QUAL-1 pit. The Laboratory announced this achievement during its
anniversary celebration to commemorate 60 years of service to the nation
and ideas that change the world.

For the record: In the March/April issue, the Point of View article was based on
a talk given by John C. Browne, Laboratory Director (1997-2003), at the High
Altitude Thinking: The International informatics Summit, October 27-30, 2002,
in Santa Fe, and should have been attributed accordingly.

Nuclear Weapons Journal highlights accomplishments in the nuclear weapons program
at Los Alamos National Laboratory. NWJ is funded by the Weapons Physics and Weapons
Engineering and Manufacturing Directorates. The Weapons Communication Team
produces NW/ bimonthly:
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A BACKWARD GLANCE

Implosion on the 4th of July

In the spring of 1943, Scth Ned-
dermeyer introduced to Los
Alamos the original concept of
using high explosives as a method
of producing a critical mass of
fissile material in a very short

rime. Neddermeyer’s idea was

After wrapping the explosives
around a sewer pipe, the group
helped place that pipe inside a
sleeve made from an ordinary
kitchen stovepipe. Then they
took cover and detonated the

apparatus. By coincidence, the

INGHES

Result of implosion test

to surround a hollow cylinder of

whose dimen-

active material
sions were incapable of sustaining
a fast neutron chain reaction—
with enough TNT to blow it into
a solid mass in which a fast chain

reaction would take place.

By July 4, 1943, Neddermever
had acquired enough TNT and
primacord to conduct his experi-
ment. On that Independence
Day, Neddermeyer gathered

his boss, Navy Captain William
(Deak) Parsons, and Ed
McMillan, Hugh Bradner, John
Streib, and Charles Critchfield
at a site on South Mesa, near the
current-day Otowi Building, to
witness his test.

experiment proved to be just the
correct combination to blow the
iron pipe into a solid mass and
keep it that way.

Parsons left shortly atter the deto-

nation to buy a saddle horse for
his wife. The remaining five
waited until he was out of ear-

shot, then they loaded a duplicate

piece of stovepipe with the

remaining TNT and set oft the
biggest-ever 4th of July fire
cracker in the history of

Los Alamos.

Parsons was not enthusiastic
about implosion and disapproved
of Neddermeyer’s continued
work on the method. It wasn’t
until John von Neumann visited
Los Alamos and blessed implo-
sion that the Laboratory took this

method seriously.

Seth Neddermeyer

Roger Meade, LANL historian, extracted this story from an article
by Charles Critchfield, a mathematical physicist and Ordnance
Group Leader who was at South Mesa that day. For more
information on Neddermeyer’s work, his report The Collapse

of Hollow Steel Cylinders by High Explosives (U) (LA-18,

Los Alamos Scientific Laboratory, August 1943) is available
online from the Laboratory’s Research Library collection at

http: / /lib-www.lanl.gov/documents /g,/00349600.pdf or search
the library catalog for LA-18 at http: / /lib-www.lanl.gov.




